PROVING THE

POSSIBLE

A case study of Florida’s
K-12 education reforms
and lessons for Colorado

great schools are good business




CoOLORADO SUCCEEDS

great schools are good business

ABOUT COLORADO SUCCEEDS

Colorado Succeeds is a non-profit, non-partisan coalition of business
leaders committed to improving the state’s education system. The
organization was founded on the premise that the business community
has the obligation, opportunity and capacity to increase the college and
workforce readiness of all students through an ambitious, aggressive and
comprehensive reform agenda. We believe:

¢ Colorado has systemic education problems

e Those shortcomings threaten the economic vitality of the state and
businesses operating within the state

e Business has multiple reasons to take a leadership role in aggressively
pursuing reforms

Our vision is that every student in Colorado has access to a high
performing school and graduates with the knowledge, skills and behaviors
necessary to succeed in a competitive global economy. Colorado Succeeds
provides the aggressive policy, advocacy and accountability work to make
this ambitious goal a reality.

For more information, contact:

Tim Taylor, President

Colorado Succeeds

1201 E. Colfax Avenue, Suite 201
Denver, Colorado 80218
303-893-0707
www.ColoradoSucceeds.org



U TABLE OF CONTENTS
POSSIBLE

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ... 2
INTRODUCTION: IS DEMOGRAPHY DESTINY? ... 3
The Colorado K-12 Landscape and Challenges........................ 3
A case study of Florida’s
K-12 education reforms FLORIDA LEADS THE WAY
and lessons for Colorado ON K-12 EDUCATION REFORMS ... 5

How DID FLORIDA IMPROVE LEARNING

FOR DISADVANTAGED STUDENTS? ... 8
Transparency and Accountability...................................... 8
Move on whenReading ... 10
School and Teacher Bonuses for
Advanced Placement Exams....................... 12
Parental Choice Programs.......................................... 12
Alternative Teacher Certification ... 14
Virtual Education ... 14

COLORADO REQUIRES

BOLD K-12 REFORM ... 16

OCTOBER 2010




EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

he National Assessment of Educational Progress

(NAEP or the Nation’s Report Card) shows that

28 percent of Colorado 4th graders scored “Below

Basic” in reading in 2009 and that Colorado had
the nation’s fourth largest Anglo-Hispanic achievement gap.
Fortunately, Colorado policymakers can learn from successful
efforts in other states to raise achievement for all students.
Florida lawmakers began a comprehensive education reform
effort in 1999, combining accountability, transparency, and
parental choice with other far-reaching changes. In March
2010, the NAEP released new results showing just how
successful Florida’s reforms have been, offering hope to
Colorado that it can achieve the same results.

This study documents how the latest NAEP results
strengthen the case for Florida-style reforms. Some groups
of traditionally underperforming students from Florida-
including that state’s Hispanic students-outscore similar
students by over a grade level in critical early literacy exams.

This report explains in some detail how Florida’s reforms,
while benefiting all students, have been especially
beneficial to disadvantaged students. For example,
Florida’s method for grading schools looks not only at
students’ overall performance and overall gains but also
considers gains among the 25 percent of students with
the lowest scores. Importantly, the students in the bottom
25 percent play the biggest role in determining the grade of
a school. These students count in all three categories: the
overall scores, the overall gains, and the gains of the lowest-
performing students.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Colorado’s policymakers should take strong action to:

This paper highlights the key components of Florida’s K-12
education reform strategy and explains why the adoption
of the Florida reforms in Colorado would aid all children,
especially disadvantaged students.

m Since 1998, Florida’s 4th grade reading achievement gains
were more than three times larger than those in Colorado.

m Florida students went from being more than a grade and
a half behind the Colorado average in 1998 to an exact
tie in 2009 despite a significantly more challenging
demographic profile.

m Hispanic students’ average scores have improved by
three points since 1998 in Colorado, but Florida’s
Hispanic students have improved their scores by 25
points-roughly equivalent to two and a half-grade levels’
worth of progress. In 2009, Florida’s Hispanics outscored
Colorado’s Hispanics by 19 points, a difference of nearly
two grade levels.

® [n 2009, Florida’s Hispanic students outscored the
statewide average for all students in 31 other states on 4th
grade reading.

® Florida’s low-income students (eligible for a Free or
Reduced Price Lunch) went from a grade level behind
Colorado’s low-income students in 1998 to a grade level
ahead in 2009.

Florida’s mixture of parental choice options, academic
transparency and accountability, and common sense
reforms could radically improve the achievement of all
students in Colorado, especially disadvantaged students.

1) Ensure that students are promoted to the fourth grade only after they demonstrate basic literacy skills

2) Improve the Colorado Growth Model by replacing the fuzzy school descriptors of Performance, Improvement, Priority
Improvement, and Turnaround with the letter grades A, B, C, D, and F

3) Create financial incentives for school success by linking additional funding to improved student achievement

4) Examine programs that will strengthen school choice by creating positive, bottom up competitive pressure on district
schools to improve performance in order to compete for students

5) Consider opportunities to expand access to high-quality curriculum and instruction through virtual educational offerings
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INTRODUCTION:

IS DEMOGRAPHY DESTINY?

f so, say some experts, states with growing minority

populations like Colorado seem doomed to fail. In this

view, these states will be weighed down with ineffective

school systems that chronically under serve poor and
minority students. In the 2009 National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP or the Nation’s Report Card),
Colorado had the nation’s 4th largest Anglo-Hispanic
achievement gap in 4th grade reading.

At an academic conference a few years
ago, one demographer went so far as
to put up a map in his PowerPoint and
predict that the American Southwest

The Alliance estimates

Arizona, California, Nevada and New Mexico will not
simply face these problems in the future. The problem
has already arrived. Will Colorado follow the same path?

THE COLORADO K-12 LANDSCAPE
AND CHALLENGES

Colorado’s success or failure in educating poor and
minority students will have a tremendous impact on

the future of the state. Between 1997
and 2007, Hispanics comprised 80
percent of the growth in the Colorado
K-12 population. The Census Bureau

will become the “Appalachia of the that near ly 17,400 announced in 2007 that Denver County’s
215t Century” due to the burgeoning students of the overall population had a majority
Hispanic population, which has an Colorado Class Of 2009 of residents comprised by ethnic

enduring gap in achievement when
compared to Anglo students and the
national average. “Demography is
destiny,” he explained, adding:

failed to graduate from
Colorado’s high schools.
They estimate the lost

minorities.” Denver Public Schools
became a “majority-minority” district
decades ago, and the continued growth
of Colorado’s Hispanic population
ensures that many other districts will

lifetime earnings for this
class of dropouts alone
will amount to more
than 54.5 billion.

Latinos are the fastest-growing
population group in the Southwest,
they will soon make up a majority
of public school students; and,

follow suit. Between 2000 and 2008
alone, the number of Colorado students
qualifying for a free or reduced lunch
under federal poverty guidelines

as with Appalachian residents in

the past, they have chronically

low levels of educational
achievement—something that has hurt the
economic competitiveness of states in the
Appalachian region for decades.

When pressed to elaborate because this dire prediction
assumes that states with growing Hispanic populations will
not succeed in improving outcomes for Hispanic students,
the demographer responded:

Like I said, the Southwest will be the Appalachian
region of the 21st Century.’

If anything, this prediction proves optimistic for states such
as Arizona, California, Nevada and New Mexico. These
states have already made the shift to becoming “majority-
minority” states. Test score results from the NAEP show
that West Virginia, the state most closely associated with
Appalachian poverty, already outscores all four of these
states on achievement tests.

increased by sixty percent-from 144,000

students in 2000 to 231,161 students

in 2008.3 Ts Colorado simply a decade
behind a trend that has already overcome neighboring
states? Can Colorado radically improve student learning?

Achieving a status as an educational and economic
Appalachia happens gradually over time. You must know
where to look to find evidence of it happening. The
Alliance for Excellence in Education has been looking
and is sounding an alarm bell for Colorado. The Alliance
estimates that nearly 17,400 students of the Colorado
Class of 2009 failed to graduate from Colorado’s high
schools. They estimate the lost lifetime earnings for

this class of dropouts alone will amount to more than
$4.5 billion. The Alliance also correlates foregone
economic growth, higher criminal incarceration costs,
higher Medicaid and other costs associated with these
thousands of students dropping out.* Additionally, many
of the students who do graduate from high school are
underprepared for college coursework. If Colorado’s high
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schools graduated all of their students fully prepared
for college, the Alliance estimates that the state would
save almost $52.1 million a year in community college
remediation costs and lost earnings.

It is worth bearing in mind that the state produces a new
dropout class every year, and minority students make up a
disproportionate number of the dropouts. Table 1 below shows
high school graduation rates in Colorado by race/ethnicity:

TABLE 1:

Colorado 2006 High School
Graduation Rates by Ethnicity

All Students 73% 69%
White 80% 76%
Black 59% 51%
Hispanic 51% 55%
Asian 81% 79%
Native American 46% 50%

Source: Alliance for Excellent Education

Table 1 demonstrates that only 69 percent of students
graduate from high school nationally, and the picture is only
slightly better in Colorado. Colorado’s Hispanic graduation
rate is below the already low national average and stood at

a mere 51 percent. Although Colorado’s African American
graduation rate is higher than the national average, it is also
catastrophically poor at 59 percent.

Colorado’s achievement
gap is significant, and
efforts to eliminate the gap
have yet to gain traction.

In fact, Colorado’s 2010
Round 2 Race to the Top
application was downgraded
by the judges for failing to
close the achievement gap
between disadvantaged
students and their wealthier

In The Economic Impact
of the Achievement Gap
in America’s Schools,
McKinsey & Company
quantified the economic cost of the achievement gaps. If
the gap between Hispanic and African American student

Put differently, the persistence of
these educational achievement
gaps imposes on the United States
the economic equivalent of a
permanent national recession. The
recurring annual economic cost of
the international achievement gap is

peers. substantially larger than the
deep recession the United States is
currently experiencing.

performance and white student performance had been
closed, American Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2008
would have been between $310 billion and $525 billion
higher, or 2 to 4 percent of GDP. The magnitude of this
impact will rise as Hispanics and African Americans become
a larger proportion of the population and workforce. The
impact of the gap between average educational achievement
in the United States and the top global competitors costs

the United States even more in the way of foregone growth.
McKinsey reached a startling conclusion:

Put differently, the persistence of these educational
achievement gaps imposes on the United States
the economic equivalent of a permanent national
recession. The recurring annual economic cost of
the international achievement gap is substantially
larger than the deep recession the United States is
currently experiencing.’

All else being equal, we would expect Colorado’s dropout
problem to grow as demographic change continues. The
cost to the Colorado economy will likewise surge. At

the current rate, within ten years, Colorado will have
produced an additional 174,000 high school dropouts. At
the same time, a Georgetown University study projects
Colorado will be one of the top states in the country

for the creation of jobs requiring a university degree

by 2018.° Colorado will require well-educated students
prepared to meet the economic challenges of the 21st
Century, not dropouts.

Demography need not prove
to be destiny. Florida, a
relatively modest spending
state without an income

tax, radically improved
student achievement for
even the most traditionally
disadvantaged students. In
fact, Colorado and Florida
spend almost precisely

the same amount per
student- $8,436 in Colorado
and $8,555 in Florida.
Colorado need not accept
an inevitable decline into
education and economic
mediocrity if citizens and lawmakers can display the courage
to reform their system of schools.
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FLORIDA LEADS THE WAY ON K-12 EDUCATION REFORMS

eginning in 1999, the Florida state legislature

began implementing far-reaching education

reforms. These reforms included grading schools

with easy to understand letter grade labels: A, B,
C, D, and F. Florida’s lawmakers ensured that elementary
students were promoted to the fourth grade only after they
demonstrated basic literacy skills. They created financial
incentives for high school success by offering school and
teacher bonuses for students passing Advanced Placement
exams. Florida’s policymakers expanded school choice,
creating a tax credit scholarship program and the nation’s
largest voucher program. Florida became the nation’s
leader in virtual education—offering classes online
through the Florida Virtual School.” Florida lawmakers
also created multiple paths for alternative teacher
certification. The results, as you will see, are compelling
and demonstrate that while challenging, Colorado can
radically improve its educational outcomes.

This paper makes the case for enacting Florida’s K-12
education reforms in Colorado by comparing the
critically important fourth-grade reading scores of
Colorado and Florida. You will see below why Florida’s
scores should inspire action in Colorado. The results only
reinforce what had already been a convincing case: The
actual proves the possible. Florida has radically improved
student performance, especially among disadvantaged
students. Colorado can and must do the same. In March
2010, the National Center for Educational Statistics
released the reading exam results of the 2009 NAEP. Of
all the NAEP exams, education officials pay the closest
attention to the fourth-grade reading exam. Literacy
acquisition involves developmentally crucial periods—
reading is broadly similar to learning a foreign language
in that it is easier to do when you are young. Educators
summarize this phenomenon with an expression: In
grades K-3, you are learning to read. After third grade,
you are reading to learn. By fourth grade, if you cannot
read, you cannot learn.

Figure 1 presents the scores from NAEP’s fourth-grade
reading exams for both Colorado and Florida between
1998 and 2009. Bear in mind that a 10-point gain on

the NAEP equals approximately one grade level’s worth
of learning.

FIGURE 1:

Since 1998, Florida’s 4th grade reading
achievement gains were more than three
times larger than those in Colorado.

4th Grade NAEP Scores for all students,
Colorado and Florida, 1998-2009
230 - 226
224 224 224
225 - -
220
220 - 218 219
215
210
20
205
200 =558 2003 2005 2007 2009
=== Colorado == Florida

Notice that in 1998, the year before Florida’s reform efforts
began, Colorado’s average student outscored Florida’s
average student by 14 points on NAEP reading. Florida’s
score that year was near the bottom of the rankings.® In
2009, however, the average Florida student scored the same
as the average Colorado student. During this 11-year period,
Colorado made a six-point gain, while the average Florida
score increased by twenty points.

Even this comparison understates the staggering nature of
Florida’s gains, as it fails to account for student demographics.
Students eligible for a Free or Reduced Price Lunch, a
standard metric for low-income status, comprise 45.6

percent of Florida’s K-12 population. The same measure in
Colorado comes in at 34.4 percent, indicating that Colorado’s
percentage of low-income children is approximately twenty-
five percent smaller than that in Florida.

In addition, Florida schools have faced a much larger challenge
in overcoming the racial achievement gap than schools in
Colorado. Colorado and Florida have similar percentages of
Hispanic students (both over a quarter of all students), but
Florida has a far larger African American student population
than Colorado. African Americans comprise approximately
twenty-four percent of the Florida K-12 population, but only
six percent of the Colorado student body.

Colorado is relatively wealthy and predominantly Anglo
when compared to Florida. Florida has a majority-minority
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K-12 population, while Colorado does not (yet). The fact
that Florida students perform at an equal level on average
with Colorado students in 4th grade reading represents
an extraordinary achievement for Florida. Figure 2 below
begins to reveal the full scale of the opportunity for
improvement for Colorado, by making apple-to-apple
comparisons between Colorado and Florida.

Figure 2 presents fourth-grade reading NAEP data
comparing Florida’s low-income students with low-income
students in Colorado. In 2010, a family of four could earn no
more than $40,793 per year to qualify for a reduced lunch.
However, of those who qualified nationwide for Free and
Reduced Price Lunch (FRL), 80 percent of children were
from families who qualified for a free lunch, which has a
maximum family income of $28,665 for a family of four.

FIGURE 2:

Florida’s FRL students went from a grade
level behind Colorado’s FRL students in
1998 to a grade level ahead in 2009.
4th Grade NAEP Scores for Free and Reduced Lunch eligible
students, Colorado and Florida, 1998-2009
220 217
215
210
205 [~
200 [~
195 |-
190 |-
185 |-

180 =555 2003 2005 2007 2009

—l— Coloradko = —&— Florida

190

Before the Florida reforms in 1999, Colorado’s low-income
students scored twelve points higher than their Florida peers.
In 2009, we find that the shoe is on the other foot: Florida’s
low-income students outscore their peers in Colorado by
more than a full grade level. We can examine the same NAEP
data as the percentage of children reaching a certain level of
achievement. NAEP has four levels of achievement: Below
Basic, Basic, Proficient and Advanced. Figure 3 (top right)
demonstrates the percentage of low-income Colorado and
Florida children reaching the Basic, Proficient or Advanced
levels on 4th grade reading between 1998 and 2009.

Take a long, hard look at Figure 3. Imagine you had to do life
over again and found yourself born as a low-income child.
Your chances of acquiring the basic literacy skills you need to
succeed in life are much better in Florida than in Colorado.

Figure 4 compares the academic progress of Florida’s
Hispanic students to that of Hispanic students in Colorado.
Between 1998 and 2009, Colorado’s Hispanic students

FIGURE 3:

Florida’s percentage of FRL students scoring
“Basic” or better increased by 27 percentage points,
while Colorado’s increased by only 6 percentage points.

Percentage of Colorado and Florida Free and
Reduced Lunch Eligible Children Scoring “Basic or Better”
on 4th Grade Reading NAEP, 1998-2009
75
64%
€0 52%
45
30
15
0 1998 2009
I colorado B Fiorida

improved their average score by three points. Florida’s
Hispanic students, however, increased their average score
by 25 points. In 2009, Florida’s Hispanic students outscored
Colorado’s counterparts by almost two grade levels. Even

if Florida’s Hispanic children made no further literacy
improvement, at Colorado’s current pace of improvement, it
would take approximately 70 years to match their scores.

FIGURE 4: At Colorado’s current pace of improvement,
it would take approximately 70 years for
Hispanic students to match their Florida peers.

4th Grade NAEP Scores for Hispanic students,
Colorado and Florida, 1998-2009
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Hispanic students in Florida have made such strong progress
that they outscore the statewide averages of 31 states, as
shown in the following map from the Heritage Foundation.
Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan once quipped that success
on NAEP correlates with proximity to the Canadian border,

a wry comment on the racial achievement gap. Notice,
however, the large number of predominantly Anglo states tied
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Comparing States to the Scores of Florida’s Hispanic Students, 4th Grade Reading NAEP
In 2009, Hispanic students in Florida outscored or tied the statewide reading average of all students in 31 states.
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or outscored by Florida’s Hispanic students- lowa, Michigan,
Minnesota, Oregon and others (Colorado’s statewide average
score for all students, 226, lies narrowly above the average
for the Hispanic students in Florida.) Florida’s Hispanics
were not alone in outscoring or tying statewide averages:
Florida’s African American students outscored or tied

the statewide average for all students in Alaska, Arizona,
California, Hawaii, Louisiana, Mississippi, Nevada and New
Mexico, and narrowly missed several others.

Finally, Figure 5 takes both income and race into account
by comparing the reading achievement of Free and Reduced
Lunch eligible Hispanics in both Colorado and Florida.

Again, even if low-income Hispanics in Florida made no
further improvement, at Colorado’s current gradual rate
of improvement, it would take Colorado’s low-income
Hispanics over three decades to match the achievement of
their peers in Florida.

Fortunately, we have every reason to believe that Colorado
can, in fact, accelerate what has been a relatively glacial
rate of improvement.
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M
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IL IN
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AR sc
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(207) Florida:

e Hispanic students 223
o All students 226

Courtesy of The Heritage Foundation
Source: National Assessment of Education Progress.

FIGURE 5: Over two-thirds of Florida’s FRL Hispanic

students score “Basic” or better,

compared to less than half of Colorado’s
FRL Hispanic students.

Percent of Free and Reduced Eligible Hispanic Children in
Colorado and Florida Scoring Basic or Better, 4th Grade
Reading NAEP, 1998-2009
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HOW DID FLORIDA IMPROVE LEARNING
FOR DISADVANTAGED STUDENTS?

THE FLORIDA PORTFOLIO OF REFORMS

Florida did not achieve these results with any single
reform, but rather with a multifaceted strategy. Reform
highlights include:

® Florida grades all district and charter schools based upon
overall academic performance and student learning gains.
Schools earn letter grades of A, B, C, D, or F, which
parents easily can interpret.

m Florida ensured that students were promoted to the fourth
grade only after they demonstrated basic literacy skills—if
a child cannot read, the default becomes that he or she will
repeat the grade until he or she demonstrates basic skills.

m Florida lawmakers created an incentive program for
schools and teachers, which provides bonuses for each of
their students who pass Advanced Placement exams

m The Step Up for Students Tax Credit program assists
23,000 low-income students in attending the school of their
parents’ choice—both private (tuition assistance) and public
(transportation assistance for district school transferees).

TRANSPARENCY AND ACCOUNTABILITY

lorida’s policymakers advanced a multifaceted
strategy, which has benefited a wide range of
students in that state. Notice, however, that
disadvantaged students have gained the most
from these reforms. Furthermore, fewer chronically low
performing students in the classrooms benefits all students.

Florida’s system of accountability grades schools with a
simple letter: A, B, C, D, or F. Florida determines schools’
grades in equal measure between overall academic
achievement and academic growth over time. In addition,
the state divides the growth part of the formula equally
between the gains for all students, and the gains for the 25
percent of students with the lowest overall scores.

® The McKay Scholarships for Students with Disabilities
Program stands as the nation’s largest school voucher
program, sending more than 20,000 students with special
needs to the public or private school of their parents’ choice.

m Florida has an active charter school program, with 375
charter schools serving more than 131,000 students.

® Florida created multiple alternative teacher certification
paths in which adult professionals can demonstrate
content knowledge in order to obtain a teaching license.
Half of Florida’s new teachers now come through
alternative routes.

m Florida has the largest virtual-school program in the
nation, with more than 80,000 students taking one or
more courses online.

Importantly, the students in the bottom 25 percent play the
biggest role in determining the grade of a school. These
students count in all three categories: the overall scores, the
overall gains, and the gains of the lowest-performing students.

Note the elegance of that system. On the other hand, the
federal No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) allows schools
not to count subgroups depending upon the size of the
group. NCLB divides student bodies into various subgroups
based upon race, ethnicity, income, disability status, etc.,
and requires an increasing passing threshold from each
group. State officials determine the exact size of the groups
before they count—and some exempt far larger groups of
students than others do.
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The Florida system, meanwhile, is far more direct: Every
school has a bottom 25 percent of students. Regardless of
why those students have struggled academically, Florida’s
grading system will not grant schools a high grade unless
those students make progress.

In Florida, state officials post school
and district level information about

improving academic performance, and thus the school’s
grade, became a focus.

In 1999, 677 Florida public schools received a grade of
D or F and only 515 an A or a B. Figure 6 (below) tracks
the trend for those sets of grades; the three dotted arrows
represent a raising of the standards,
which made it more challenging to

performance and grades, and schools are
required to send a school report card to
parents. Tough love is still love: Florida’s
schools began to improve, both on the
Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test
(FCAT) and NAEP (a source of external
validation for the state exam).

A small but noisy group complained
the system was cruel to schools with
predominantly minority student bodies
and claimed that it is unfair to teachers

To be sure, rating
schools A through F
in Florida represents

tough medicine;
the state called out

underperforming
schools in a way that
everyone could
instantly grasp.

receive a high grade. In 2009, only 217
schools received a D or F, while 2,317
schools received an A or B.

It is worth noting that Florida did not
achieve this progress by lowering the

“cut score” of the state FCAT exam (the
“cut score” is the minimum passing

score a student can achieve). Harvard
Professor Paul Peterson has demonstrated
that Florida has indeed maintained the

and to students. It would prove difficult

to be any more tragically mistaken. To be sure, rating
schools A through F in Florida represents tough medicine;
the state called out underperforming schools in a way that
everyone could instantly grasp.

Did Florida’s D and F schools wither under the glare of
public shame? Quite the opposite: Those schools focused
their resources on improving academic achievement.
Made aware of the problems in their schools,
communities rallied to the aid of low-performing schools.
People volunteered their time to tutor struggling students,

FIGURE 6:

integrity of the FCAT. Fortunately, the
same study shows that Colorado has
improved the standing of the Colorado Student Assessment
Program (CSAP) exam, going from a grade of “D”” in 2003
to a “B-"in 2009. °

Florida’s students have improved both on the FCAT and on
the NAEP. Florida’s improvement on NAEP also dispels

the concern that schools are “teaching to the test.”” NAEP
exams have a high degree of security, and federal, state, and
local authorities do not use them to rate schools or teachers.
Teachers lack both the ability and the incentive to teach to
the questions on NAEP exams.

Florida’s schools improved their grade ranking despite

the fact that the state raised the bar three times (see dotted lines).

Number of A & B versus D & F Schools
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Source: Foundation for Excellence in Education
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Florida’s schools improved their rankings because their
students learned to read at a higher level and became more
proficient at math. Those who wanted to continue to coddle
underperforming schools, while perhaps well intentioned,
argued in favor of consigning hundreds of thousands of
Florida children to illiteracy. Although, they did not realize
it at the time, one cannot avoid the conclusion now.

In Colorado, a performance framework assigns both districts
and schools into categories based on the attainment of
performance indicators. Districts are
labeled by their accreditation and schools
by the type of plan they are required

to adopt and implement. Pursuant

to statute, schools are categorized as
requiring one of the following four types
of plans: performance, improvement,
priority improvement, or turnaround.
The Colorado Department of Education
evaluates elementary and middle schools
based on three performance indicators
including: academic achievement (25%),
academic growth (50%), and gaps in
academic growth (25%). High schools
are evaluated based on four performance
indicators including: academic achievement (15%), academic
growth (35%), gaps in academic growth (15%), and
postsecondary and workforce readiness (35%). Based on
2009-10 scores, approximately 60 percent of schools were
labeled “performance” schools and are required to adopt the
corresponding “performance” plan. The next quarter received
the “improvement” plan. The next 10 percent must adopt and
implement the “priority improvement” plan. The bottom 5
percent must adopt and implement the “turnaround” plan.

Colorado has been a pioneer in developing an academic
growth model and school performance framework; however,

an opportunity exists to more clearly and accurately label
schools. Colorado should replace fuzzy descriptors such as
“performance” with school grades. Parents can much more
easily understand grades, which convey a ranking scale in a
way that a collection of descriptors will not. Many parents may
not be too concerned if their child is going to an “improvement”
school; however, they will likely not be satisfied with a school
that has earned a grade of C. Colorado should also examine the
rigor of its criteria. A state in which 28 percent of the 4th grade
students scored “below basic” on the NAEP’s 4th grade reading
test ought not to only be labeling 15 percent of its schools in
the bottom two categories. Without a doubt, there are many
schools labeled “improvement” that have failed to impart basic
academic skills to significant numbers of students.

Colorado should replace
fuzzy descriptors such
as “performance” with
school grades. Parents
can much more easily

understand grades,
which convey a
ranking scale in a way
that a collection of
descriptors will not.

MOVE ON WHEN READING

Nothing better exemplifies the tough-minded determination
of Florida lawmakers to improve literacy skills than the
3rd grade “move on when reading” policy. Begun in 2003,
the Florida policy requires students to exhibit at least basic
literacy skills by the end of the 3rd grade. If the students
are unable to do so after multiple attempts, the policy
requires that they repeat 3rd grade. It is important to
note, however, that Florida’s “move